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Abstract
The so-called Chinese diasporas, i.e. Chinese communities outside Greater 
China (China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan), have traditionally been dia-
lect dominant; that is, the vast majority of Chinese immigrants are speakers 
of (especially Southern) dialects. Cantonese and Hokkien are two of the most 
prominent dialects. With globalization and the rise of China as a world 
politico-economic power, the national, standardized variety, Putonghua, is 
gaining particular prestige amongst the Chinese diasporas. For example, all 
the Cantonese schools for British Chinese children in the UK now also teach 
Putonghua, but none of the Putonghua schools teach Cantonese. Using eth-
nographic interviews with and participant observation of Chinese people of 
different generations in various diasporic communities, this paper examines 
the changing hierarchies of varieties of Chinese, the implications of such 
changes for the education and identity development of the young, and the con-
stitution of a (speech) community in the post-modern era. It focuses on lan-
guage attitude and linguistic practices (including literacy practices). It also 
investigates the tensions between the competing ideologies and discourses on 
national and ethnic identities, nationalism, community relations and cultural 
values.





wan	and	Southeast	Asian	countries	 such	as	 Indonesia,	Malaysia,	 the	Philip-
pines,	Singapore	and	Thailand,	but	also	in	Chinese	diasporas	as	far	removed	
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Language	standardization,	which	 in	 the	Chinese	context	 includes	 the	cre-
ation	 of	 a	 national	 language,	 has	 been	 one	 of	 the	 most	 significant	 nation-	





















official	policies	of	 the	country	of	 residence.	The	degrees	of	 language	main-
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on:	 (1)	 the	 interviewees’	sociolinguistic	background	and	everyday	 linguistic	
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gral	 part	 of	 being	 Chinese	 —	 华人当然应当懂华语啦!	 ‘Chinese	 people	
should	 of	 course	 know	 the	 Chinese	 language!’	 (SA4	=	Singapore	 adult	 4),	
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nese	 communities	 for	 generations.	Whereas	Putonghua	 is	 clearly	 a	 national	
language	in	his	view	and	all	Chinese	people	should	know	it.	With	regard	to	the	
difference	between	Mandarin	and	Putonghua,	this	particular	interviewee	is	as	
vague	as	most	other	people	and	seems	 to	 think	 that	 it	was	only	a	matter	of	
terminology.	 In	 fact,	Mandarin	 is	 the	English	name	often	used	 for	 northern	
varieties	of	Chinese.	 It	 is	used	 to	 refer	 to	 the	 standard	national	 language	 in	





















The	emphasis	on	 literacy	 is	one	of	 the	most	consistent	findings	 in	all	 the	










and	write	 the	written	 characters.	One	 extreme	 version	 of	 the	 view	was	 ex-
pressed	by	one	of	the	adults	from	Australia	(AA1),	who	said:
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There	 have	 been	many	 reports	 from	 different	 parts	 of	 the	world	 on	 how	
	se	riously	 the	Chinese	parents	 take	 the	 literacy	 education	of	 the	 young.	The	






















dialect.	You	 can	 do	 so	with	 people	 from	Beijing.	But	with	 others	 you	
should	speak	Putonghua.	English	has	BBC	English.	French	has	its	stan-
dard	 national	 language.	 Putonghua	 is	 our	 standard	 national	 language.	
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4.	 Language	ideology:	what	language	can	do?	Literacy/written	
language	as	a	core	cultural	value
Language ideology	 refers	 to	 the	perceptions	held	by	people	about	a	specific	
language	 or	 language	 in	 general,	what	 language	 can	 do,	 and	 how	 language	
should	be	used.	Wolfram	and	Schilling-Estes	define	language ideology	as	“in-
grained,	unquestioned	beliefs	about	the	way	the	world	is,	the	way	it	should	be,	
and	 the	way	 it	has	 to	be	with	 respect	 to	 language”	(Wolfram	and	Schilling-
Estes	2006:	9).	Irvine	talks	about	language	ideology	in	terms	of	“the	cultural	
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(10)	 	My dad buys these Chinese paintings, well, actually they are not paint-
ings. They are just Chinese words, but written in big letters, all curving 
and waving, like paintings, in ink. It does look very nice. He hangs them 
up in the house. I think it’s very nice. (AC1)
Chinese	calligraphy	is	taught	as	an	art	form	in	Chinese	school,	as	another	
child	whom	we	interviewed	told	us:
(11)	 	At the Chinese school, we are taught calligraphy. It’s like painting. It’s 
quite fun. ( BC2)
The	use	of	Chinese	written	characters	as	a	cultural	symbol	seems	to	be	wide-
spread.	 It	 certainly	 is	 true	 that	 most	 Chinese	 households	 have	 decorations	
which	 consist	 of	 Chinese	 written	 characters,	 as	 the	 following	 interviewee	
confirms:
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ten	characters	gave	 its	 readers	certain	cognitive	advantage,	as	 the	 following	
comments	illustrate:
(15)	 	报纸上说了，汉字是最科学的。懂汉字的人抽象思维好。  (BA3)
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(18)	 	Some of the teachers are from Hong Kong. Their Putonghua isn’t very 
good. ( BC1)
(19)	 We have a Taiwanese teacher. She speaks a bit funny. (AC2)
Most	of	our	interviewees	believe	that	if	they	want	to	learn	Putonghua,	they	













(22) If we make a mistake, the teacher asks us to write 100 times.	 (AC2)
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tinctive	 identity	 as	multilingual	 and	multicultural	 individuals	 and	 as	 a	 new	
group	of	Chinese	transnationals:
(28)	 	Apart from our parents, nobody thinks we are not Chinese. We look Chi-
nese. We eat Chinese food. We know lots of things about China and the 
Chinese culture that other people don’t know. OK, I don’t speak Manda-
rin. But I can if I want to. I can’t read much. I never learned it. I talk to 
my friends in English. But I am still Chinese. I’m not Chinese Chinese, 
like from China. I speak some Chinese when I’m with my Chinese 
friends. We all speak English and Chinese together. My parents think my 
Chinese isn’t good enough. But I can understand what people say in 
Chinese. My friends are all like that too. It’s good enough for us. (AC2)
(29)  I don’t know where I will be when I’m older. Maybe I’ll be somewhere 
else, like my parents who moved here from Hong Kong. So I may be 
speaking Spanish, or Japanese. I know I should learn some Chinese. But 
you can’t learn just one language. Speaking a language isn’t all who you 
are. I want to speak as many languages as I can. I want to travel the 
world. I don’t think people will think I’m not Chinese. Maybe they do, 
but it doesn’t bother me. I know I am Chinese. ( BC1)
(30)  I do feel I’m Chinese. I think I see things differently, sometimes, from my 
friends. Maybe that’s just the way I’m brought up. I can still see things 
differently without speaking Chinese. ( BC2)





children	 want	 a	 more	 dynamic	 and	 fluid	 definition	 of	 Chineseness,	 which	
would	defy	the	notion	of	a	fixed	racial,	linguistic	and	cultural	content.	The	dif-
ferent	viewpoints	also	reveal	another	version	of	a	monolingual	ideology	which	
sees	 bilinguals	 as	 two	 perfect	 and	 balanced	monolinguals	 combined	 in	 one	
body.	The	ideology	seems	to	be	behind	the	way	the	adults	perceive	what	they	
see	 as	 a	deficit	 in	 the	 children’s	 linguistic	 abilities;	 i.e.	 they	 all	 speak	good	
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selves,	 and	 spoke	 of	 relatives	 going	 to	 join	 others	 in	 the	 family	 in	 North	
America	or	Asia.	Contacts	with	Chinese	communities	within	Britain	and	Aus-













opportunities	and	 they	have	benefited	from	the	 rising	profile	of	 the	Chinese	
communities	generally.	Nevertheless,	there	are	tensions	between	the	new	and	
the	older	immigrants	who	see	their	residence	in	the	UK	or	Australia	as	serving	
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	 	‘China	 is	 increasingly	 influential.	More	and	more	people	are	 learning	






(33)  I think learning Putonghua is useful. I don’t know if I want to go to live 
in China right now. But I can work for a Chinese company in Australia. 
(AC1)
(34)  There are certainly more opportunities if you know Chinese. There are 
so many visitors from mainland China. And the Chinese students. If you 
know Putonghua, you can talk to them. (BC3)
As	for	the	effect	of	the	spread	of	Putonghua	on	other	varieties	of	Chinese,	one	
young	interviewee’s	remark	says	it	all:
(35)  My family speak Hakka. That’s because my grandparents spoke Hakka. 
My parents actually speak Cantonese a lot. I used to know Hakka. But 
after my grandma died, nobody use it any more. I’m learning Putong-
hua now. I think Cantonese is pretty much useless now. People from 
China only speak Putonghua. So you can only speak Cantonese at home. 








(36)  We used to speak English at work. Our company didn’t like us speak 
Chinese. But now they don’t mind. There are some people from China. 
And we all talk Chinese.	 (SA2)
(37)  I’ve had a few trips to China. We bought our children with us too. They 
love it. They think it’s more authentic there. What we have in S ingaporean 
is a mixture of Chinese and western. China is more authentic.	 (SA4)
(38)  We hear a lot of Putonghua on TV. The announcers maybe from China. 
Our teachers tell us to copy them. It’s more standard.	 (SC2)
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7.	 Conclusion































Cantonese,	 Hakka	 and	Hokkien,	 are	 losing	 their	 place	 to	 Putonghua.	 This,	






sure,	 though,	and	that	 is	 that	 the	dynamics	within	the	Chinese	diasporas	are	
changing	and	there	is	an	increasing	influence	exercised	by	the	rising	power	of	
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language	 and	 identity,	 which	 in	 turn	 affects	 the	 linguistic	 practices	 of	 the	
speakers.	The	concepts	of	language	ideology	and	identity	therefore	need	to	be	
considered	 seriously	 in	 defining	 a	 speech	 community.	This,	 in	 our	 view,	 is	
particularly	important	in	an	era	which	is	characterized	by	complex,	large-scale	
population	movements	and	transnational	and	transcultural	interactions.
University of London, Birkbeck College
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